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Beaufort teacher Josefina Blanc discusses her native country of Chile — why she loves it,
why she left it, and what she’s doing to help it, post-earthquake.

The first thing you notice about my friend Josefina Blanc is that she looks more like a big city
fashion model than a small town Spanish teacher. (We’re talking really tall and really gorgeous.
) The next things you’ll notice are her sultry South American accent, her marvelous sense of
humor, and her formidable intelligence. And despite this enviable embarrassment of attributes,
you'll find her impossible not to like.

Josefina, who lives in Beaufort with her husband and young son, and teaches Spanish at
Battery Creek High, grew up in Santiago, Chile. Most of her family is still there. Though she left
the beautiful, volatile country over a decade ago, it is still very much at the hear

t of who she is. Josefina spoke with me recently about her childhood, the complicated country
she loves and left, the day the earth shook (again), and what happens next.

Josefina, when and why did you leave Chile?
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I left in November 1998, days after Augusto Pinochet was arrested in the UK for human rights
violations. The reason | left is not unrelated to that event. After growing up in a military
dictatorship, | realized that it would take my country decades to recover socially and politically. |
felt a bit impotent back then, | wanted to live my life in a less restrictive way, so | left the country
in what | often call a self-exile, to see if | could find a wider range of

opportunities and experiences in New York City, where | lived for 10 years.

Most of your family is still in Chile, correct?

My father, sisters, nephew and nieces all still live in Santiago, the capital. That's where we were
born and grew up. My brother lives in Austin, TX, but he is only there for his PhD, and will soon
return to Chile.

Whenever you speak of your childhood in Chile, | sense conflicting emotions...

Growing up in Chile was a wonderful mix of experiences. Given that my mother was Argentine,
half of my family still lived and lives on the other side of the Andes, so we had a very diverse
childhood, compared to most Chileans, but also a very “Southern Cone”-oriented one;
everything happened for me between the different accents, oceans and those gigantic, shaky
mountains. Growing up in the late seventies meant that | grew up in a military dictatorship. |
always share the tale with my friends that until | turned 15 or so, I thought Pinochet, Ronald
Reagan and John Paul Il had always been in charge of the world. | say this as a symbol of what
the prevalent culture was in my community: capitalist, ultra-conservative and Opus Dei Catholic.
Due to its geographic location, Chile was also a very isolated community. For instance, | never
met an African American in person until | turned 18 years old and traveled to Chicago. Also,
Chile was the last country in the world to legalize divorce, in 2006. But you had the best of that
culture, as well: strong families, old traditions, reliable institutions, and social order (which is not
a minor achievement in Latin America).

Speaking of which, Chile has had such a volatile history. How were things shaping up
there before this tragedy?0 How big a setback will it be?

It will without a doubt be a huge setback in the social arena. Since Pinochet left power in 1989,
the center left has invested twenty years and billions of dollars in social policies and
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infrastructure that were profoundly affected over the course of 2 and 1/2 minutes. This sets back
education in rural areas as well as national and international commerce, which is highly
dependent on modern highways bridges, ports and airports. As you may know, Chile’s largest
export, copper, was immediately affected; even though the mines are mainly in the north (away
from the epicenter), the price went up considerably within the first few hours of the day. That's
just a small example, but the scale of the human and material damage escapes our ability to
describe it. Like the earth, there are infinite layers, emotional and physical, that will be very hard
to reconstruct.

| can’t imagine the anxiety you must have suffered the day of the earthquake! | assume
you couldn’t get in touch with anybody for a while...

My friend Cabell woke me up with a phone call telling me there had been an earthquake in
Chile, to which | sweetly replied, “Oh, not to worry, they happen ALL THE TIME.” He said it had
been a pretty serious one, and then | became very worried. | lived through the 7.5 earthquake of
1985, and it had been the last extremely damaging one, so | knew that if it had made the news
in Beaufort, SC, it was probably really bad news. But | never imagined it was an 8.8! | couldn’t
reach anyone by phone, and since I'd just moved into a new home, | didn’t have cable or
Internet access. So | went to the coffee shop to use theirs. As soon as | got to Java City &
News, | saw the earthquake all over CNN and the other channels, which didn’t make me any
more calm. | waited there and heard from my family that they were OK before noon.
Nonetheless, it took me a good 12 hours before | realized the scale of the quake that had hit
them in Santiago. | just assumed Santiago hadn’t been hit hard when | found out that the
epicenter was so far down in the south, but the reality is that it was a massive earthquake in
80% of the country.

According to estimates, over 500,000 homes were lost or badly damaged in the
earthquake. You have set up a fund to raise money for your personal friends who are
among that number. Are there many?
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https://www.paypal.com/cgi-bin/webscr?cmd=_donations&amp;business=AUEWRCP22MQY4&amp;lc=US&amp;item_name=Chile%20Recovery&amp;item_number=Chile&amp;currency_code=USD&amp;bn=PP%2dDonationsBF%3abtn_donateCC_LG%2egif%3aNonHosted
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